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This compelled their opponents by an irresistible law of
party warfare to adopt the only practicable alternative
of a modified sliding scale. Of two equally mischievous
alternatives they probably chose the more easily defen-
sible, since, as Peel showed with the facile polemic of a
party politician, no minister would dare to maintain a
fixed duty in face of impending scarcity. It is true that
the representatives of the landed interest, "men of
metal and large acred squires," who still formed the
flower of the Tory party, desired no change in the exist-
ing law. It kept up their rents if it did not protect
their tenants against ruinous fluctuations in price; and
though it would be unjust to say that this was all they
cared about, yet this circumstance and their profound
indifference to the larger economical aspects of the
question undoubtedly biassed their judgment and deter-
mined their vote. With the unerring instinct of a
threatened monopoly they felt that to touch the corn
law was to weaken it. The Whigs had touched the
ark of protection and had perished; the sacred emblem
was now placed in the custody of Peel, and it was
impossible that he could betray them. In ordinary
circumstances, and with leaders of common fibre, their
calculation would have been sound, and their confidence
justly placed.
But the circumstances were not ordinary, and neither
Peel nor Wellington was a statesman who placed party
above the State. There cannot be a shadow of
doubt that Peel took office in 1841 with a full deter-
Imination to maintain the corn laws, to modify them,
iit may be, but still to maintain them in principle, on
'grounds of public welfare and expediency. Though a